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Summary 

Between 1986 and 2013 (99 th -l 13 th Congresses), 170 private laws were enacted. As of this 
writing, no private laws have been enacted in the 1 13 th Congress (2013-2014). Most private laws 
during this period dealt with immigration issues or claims against the government. Of these 
measures, 65% originated in the House, 9% had cosponsors, and 23% had companion bills. Most 
were enacted without amendment or need to resolve differences with the other house. This report 
examines the broad distinctions among these measures in terms of their subject matter, 
introduction, sponsorship and cosponsorship, referral, method of consideration, amendment, and 
reconciling of differences between the chambers’ versions of the bill. 

This report will be updated as necessary. 
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Introduction 

Unlike public law, which applies to public matters and deals with individuals only by classes, the 
provisions of private law apply to “one or several specified persons, corporations, [or] 
institutions.” 1 Private legislation is premised on the idea that general law cannot cover all 
situations equitably, and sometimes Congress must approve legislation to address unique 
problems that public law either created or overlooked. Private legislation has its foundation in the 
right to “petition the government for a redress of grievances” 2 guaranteed to all citizens by the 
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. While once much more common, in modem practice 
private laws are rare and designed to grant relief in those few situations where no other legal or 
administrative remedies are available to a petitioner. 

Between 1986 and 2013 (99 th - 1 13 th Congresses), 170 private laws were enacted. This report 
examines the broad distinctions that appear among these 170 measures in terms of their subject 
matter, introduction, sponsorship and cosponsorship, referral, method of consideration in each 
chamber, amendment, and ways in which any differences between the chambers’ versions of the 
bill were reconciled. One private law was enacted in the 112 th Congress (2011-2012) and, as of 
this writing, none have been enacted in the 113 th Congress (2013-2014). 



Subject Matter of Private Laws 

As Figure 1 demonstrates, from 1986 to 2013, the subject matter of private laws enacted fell into 
five broad categories. The largest subject category, immigration, is composed primarily of 
measures that confer lawful permanent resident (LPR) status on a petitioner “by waiving a 
general law provision which prevents the granting or maintenance” of such status. 3 The second 
category includes a broad variety of claims against the government. The remaining private laws 
during the period studied are divided among three smaller categories: the conveyance of public 
lands, civil service issues, and vessel documentation. 



1 Asher C. Hinds, Hinds ’ Precedents of the House of Representatives of the United States (Washington: GPO, 1917), 
vol. 4, §3285. 

2 U.S. Congress, House, Constitution. Jefferson ’s Manual, and Rules of the House of Representatives, H.Doc. 1 11-157, 
1 1 1 th Cong., 2 nd sess. (Washington: GPO, 2011), §208. 

3 For a discussion of private immigration measures, see CRS Report RL33024, Private Immigration Legislation, by 
Margaret Mikyung Lee. 
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